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This paper reports the use of vignettes as a methodology to analyse the extent to which the
new social work degree programmes enabled students to develop their analytical and
reflective capabilities. Two vignettes, which focused on children and families and adult
social care respectively, were developed for the study. Students were asked to respond in
writing, from the perspective of a social worker, to a standard set of questions at the
beginning (T1) and end of their degree programme (T2). Considering the responses to all
questions across the two vignettes, a series of scales was developed to measure the key
themes which had been identified by qualitative analysis. These included ‘Attention to
process of relationships’ and ‘Social/structural/political awareness’. Responses were also
rated as ‘descriptive’, ‘analytic’ or ‘reflective’.
Students from six universities in England participated. From an original sample of 222
students, it was possible to match 79 T1 and T2 responses. Analysis of variance
demonstrated statistically significant increases in nine of the 11 themes and increases in
ratings for analysis and reflection.
In conclusion, vignettes can be used to produce both qualitative and quantitative data
in respect of changes in students’ acquisition of knowledge and skills over time.
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Introduction
The new social work degree was introduced in England in 2003. It followed from
longstanding concern about the previous qualification in social work, the Diploma in
Social Work (DipSW). The DipSW was a two-year qualification set at sub-degree level,
although it could be offered in conjunction with other undergraduate or postgraduate
academic qualifications. The DipSW, with its competence based approach, was alleged
not to be ‘fit for purpose’ in terms of preparing social workers for making professional
judgements and decisions in practice (e.g. Clark, 1995; Lymbery, 2003). Furthermore,
it was argued that the DipSW placed a disproportionate emphasis on training as
opposed to education (Orme, 2000).
The new qualification was set at degree level; a three-year undergraduate degree
would be the norm but graduates were permitted to undertake a two-year
postgraduate qualification, so long as they met Department of Health requirements
within this period. Academics had campaigned for some time for a degree-level
qualification as a way of ensuring that the workforce had the necessary knowledge and
skills, in practice and critical analysis to undertake complex social work tasks (Orme,
2001). In particular, Ford and colleagues (2004) drew on concepts of criticality
developed in the philosophy of education which are pertinent to social work exploring
complex and critical practices that incorporate values that they considered should
permeate judgement and action (Ford et al., 2004, p. 191).
The study reported here was part of a large scale evaluation of the social work
degree commissioned by the UKDepartment of Health [see Orme et al. (2009) for a full
description of the study and its methodology]. The research programme included a
focus on six case study universities which between them offered nine routes to
qualification andprovided places for 430 students. This part of the programme involved
following these cohorts of students during the three year period from2004 to 2007.Data
were collected at two points. First at the very start of the course (Time 1,T1) and second
towards the end of the course, after final placement (Time 2, T2). Data collection
included analysis of course documentation, key informant interviews with a range of
staff and focus groups with students and service users and carers, aspects of which have
already been reported in this journal (Manthorpe et al., 2010a, 2010b).
The final aspect of the case study methodology involved using vignettes at Time 1
and Time 2 in order to assess the extent to which the new degree programmes were
enabling students to develop their analytical and reflective capabilities. It is this aspect
of the methodology and the associated findings that are reported in this paper.
Vignettes were used to evaluate student learning at two levels, as outlined by
Carpenter (2005):
. Level 2a: modifications in attitudes and perceptions; and
. Level 2b: acquisition of knowledge and skills.
We were particularly interested in level 2b, the acquisition of knowledge and skills, and
specifically in measuring changes in these over time. We sought to identify the extent
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to which the social work degree prepared students for practice and focused on the
accumulation of knowledge as the outcome measure. In addition, we hoped that
measuring change over time might allow us to measure the impact that the new degree
had on knowledge accumulation.
Following Benner (1984), Dreyfus and Dreyfus (1986, p. 50) developed a model to
measure skills acquisition that has been widely used in studies of professional
development. This involved five stages from novice to advanced beginner then on to
competent, proficient and finally expert. Pertinent to this study is the transition from
novice to advanced beginner. At the novice stage the student would bring a context-
free understanding to the learning situation. At this point, the role of the tutor is to
equip students with a set of rules for making decisions without the benefit of
experience (Dreyfus, 2004). The shift to advanced beginner status can be characterised
as follows:
As the novice gains experience actually coping with real situations, he or she begins
to note . . . perspicuous examples of meaningful additional components of the
situation. After seeing a sufficient number of examples the student learns to
recognize them. (Dreyfus, 2004, p. 251)
Fook and her colleagues (2000) further refined these categories and developed a
theory of social work expertise with a number of dimensions including knowledge,
skills, values, contextuality, reflexivity, use of theory and perspectives on professions.
The main difference with the work of Dreyfus and Dreyfus (1986) is that Fook et al.
(2000) argued that progress is not necessarily linear in fashion.
The Use of Vignettes in Research
The case study part of the evaluation drew heavily on vignettes in order to measure
changes in students’ knowledge and skills acquisition over time. Vignettes are short,
hypothetical case studies followed by questions to which participants are invited to
respond. They can be used to explore perceptions, beliefs and meanings about specific
situations (Barter and Renold, 1999, p. 4). They appeared to be a helpful technique to
allow us to measure level 2a and 2b outcomes, relating to attitudes and perceptions,
and knowledge acquisition.
Vignettes have the advantage of enabling respondents to consider realistic scenarios.
While not real life situations, they present participants with real life decision-making
opportunities. Compared to observations of practice, vignettes are thought to provide
a less personal and therefore less threatening way of exploring sensitive topics, hence
their more widespread use in studies of professional practice and professional
education. They also offer the possibility of comparing different groups’ interpret-
ations of a situation (Rapaport et al., 2008).
Previous studies in social work have made use of vignettes. For example, Sheppard
and colleagues (2000) asked social workers to ‘think aloud’ about how they would
respond to a series of vignettes as if they were actual referrals. Methodologically this
work proved helpful in terms of illustrating the kind of data that can be collected by
using vignettes. It was limited, however, to one point in time and to qualified workers.
Social Work Education 209
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Fook et al. (2000) contributed a longitudinal dimension by tracking students for a
period of over five years through university into the workplace. They attempted to
build up not only a picture of professional expertise but an explanation as to how
this expertise was learned and developed over time. They used vignettes to assist in
the interviewing of students about their practice. Using the vignettes allowed the
researchers to identify the range of factors that had influenced the students’ decision-
making processes.
One of the major concerns when using vignettes as a research method is the extent
to which what people say they do and what they actually do correspond (e.g. Wilks,
2004, p. 82). Jenkins et al. (2010) suggested that:
motivational relevances are different when responding to a vignette than when
acting in a real life situation. (p. 179)
They concluded, however, by arguing that how someone makes sense of a vignette may
not be entirely distinct from how they seek to make sense of everyday events. The aim
of vignettes in our research was to assess level 2a (changes in attitudes, perceptions)
and level 2b outcomes (acquisition of knowledge and skills), rather than level 3
outcomes (changes in behaviour).
One important consideration when using vignettes to measure outcomes is whether
to change the content of the vignette between Time 1 and Time 2. Fook et al. (2000)
introduced changes to their vignette to reflect the various stages of professional
development as they followed their cohort into the workplace. If one wishes to
measure the impact of a particular intervention, as was the case in this evaluation, then
it is important to administer the same vignette to the same students under the same
conditions if this is possible.
We hypothesised that vignettes might enable us to learn about the ways in which
students accumulated knowledge and skills by examining their attitudes and potential
behaviours towards lifelike cases.
Methods
Development of the Vignette Tool
Vignettes were developed by members of the research team, drawing on their practice
and research experience (MacIntyre and Green Lister, 2010). One scenario was based
on a children and families case, the other focused on an adult with learning disabilities
(see Appendix). The child protection vignette involved a family and raised a number
of issues relating to domestic violence, possible sexual abuse, alcohol misuse and
parenting and childcare issues, and involved consideration of interagency working.
The learning disability vignette encompassed a range of topics in relation to
independent living, choice, empowerment, exploitation and carer stress. The vignettes
were debated with the research team and discussed with the study’s user and carer
advisory group who suggested a number of small changes in order to make the cases
more realistic.
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Generally, vignettes are used as a tool to facilitate discussion in small groups or
interview situations. However, given the scale of the evaluation, the decision was taken
to administer the vignettes in written form to individual students in a controlled
environment. This enabled a significantly larger number of students to participate.
Most students gave written responses to the exercise but a small number of students
with specific learning needs audio-taped their responses.
Students were asked to respond, from the perspective of a social worker, to the
following questions, with regard to both scenarios:
. What are the most significant factors for you in this situation?
. How might you explain what is going on in the situation?
. What should happen now in the situation?
. As a social worker what could you do in this situation?
. Why would you do this?
Each of these questions was designed to ‘test’ different aspects of students’ knowledge,
namely:
. Knowledge brought to the analysis.
. Application of that knowledge to the case scenario.
. Assessment and analysis of the situation.
. Action skills that are considered to be of use in the situation.
Data Collection
The vignettes were administered to students at six universities in England. These were
selected randomly although the selection was stratified to ensure geographical spread
across England and including both undergraduate and postgraduate qualifying
degrees in social work.
Students were asked to complete the exercise at Time 1, at the very beginning of their
course of study, and again at Time 2, as close to the end of the course as possible. For
undergraduate students thiswould be after three years and for postgraduate students, two
years. Students completed the exercise in a classroom environment and were asked to do
sowithinonehour.Oneormoremembers of the research teamwasonhand to explain the
purpose of the exercise and to answer questions. Students gavewritten consent at the time
of completing the exercise and all answers were anonymous aside from a unique
identifying code that enabled comparison of students’ responses at Time 1 and Time 2.
Participants
At Time 1, 222 students completed the vignette exercise and at Time 2, 131 students
participated. Participation ranged from 23% at one site to 97% at another at Time 1.
Of these students a total of 79 completed the exercise at both Time 1 and Time 2.
In terms of their demographic profile, these matched participants were generally
representative of the T1 and T2 respondents, as shown in Table 1.
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Data Analysis
Although vignettes have been used in both qualitative and quantitative studies, no
previous studies appear to have combined both types of analyses.
Quantitative Analysis
In order to develop the framework that was used for the quantitative analysis, the
responses that were generated during the pilot study (MacIntyre and Green Lister,
2010) were interrogated by members of the research team and a framework for
analysing the data was generated. The framework included commonly mentioned
responses to the questions outlined above, as well as responses that the researchers,
based on their professional expertise and knowledge, might have expected students to
include in their answers. For example, the first question in Vignette 1 asked ‘what
are the most significant factors for you in this situation?’; categories included day
centre closure, David’s age/attitude/exclusion, David’s parents’ actions/attitudes, and,
David’s rights to citizenship.
We rated the textual responses using a five-point scale that corresponded to whether
the student had: ‘not mentioned’ (score 1), ‘just mentioned’, ‘mentioned’, ‘strongly
mentioned’ or ‘emphasised’ (score 5) a particular factor. The responses generated
during the pilot study were used in a team training exercise in order to ensure inter-
rater reliability. In addition, a random selection of answers was double-marked to
ensure consistency in approach. Coded data were entered into SPSS at which point the
five-point scale was conflated into a three-point scale of ‘strongly mentioned’, ‘just
mentioned’ and ‘not mentioned’.
Considering the responses to all questions across the two vignettes, a series of scales
was developed to measure the key themes which had been identified by qualitative
analysis of the vignettes. All scales subjected to testing for validation used a
Table 1 Demographic Profile and Course of Respondents at T1 and T2
Time T1 T2 T1 and T2
N 222 131 79
Age Under 25 62 (30.2%) 35 (24%) 12 (16.4%)
25–39 105 (51.2%) 60 (57.7%) 46 (63.0%)
40þ 38 (18.5%) 19 (18.3%) 15 (20.5%)
Gender Female 172 (83.1%) 86 (80.4%) 61 (82.4%)
Male 35 (16.9%) 21 (19.6%) 13 (17.6%)
Ethnicity White 135 (65.5%) 69 (65.7%) 48 (64.9%)
Asian/British 24 (11.7%) 9 (8.6%) 6 (8.1%)
Black/British 37 (18%) 19 (18.1%) 14 (18.9%)
Other 10 (4.9%) 8 (7.6%) 6 (8.1%)
Degree level Undergrad 106 (52%) 55 (53%) 38 (48.1%)
Post grad 99 (48%) 49 (47%) 41 (51.9%)
Note: figures do not always add up to the total N because full demographic data were not provided
by all students.
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combination of reliability analysis and factor analysis. This approach aims to ensure
scales have acceptable levels of internal consistency and that all items contained within
a scale are measuring the same dimension. Responses which aligned with nine of
the themes formed a reliable scale and items relating to a tenth theme formed two
independent scales [for further details see Orme et al. (2009)].
Qualitative Analysis
The students’ written responses were also analysed using a grounded thematic analysis
in order to generate evidence around the development of professional expertise (Fook
et al., 2000). Twelve key themes were identified during the qualitative analysis of the
vignettes. These themes were based on our judgments of what were the unique and
shared features of each answer. For example, these categories included areas such as
‘understanding of the social work role’ and ‘use of theory’.
In order to test the relationship between the qualitative themes identified and the
previously identified quantitative items, each quantitative item was mapped against
the 12 qualitative themes. These were then tested in order to ensure that each item had
been grouped appropriately using a combination of reliability analysis and factor
analysis. This analysis confirmed that the different themes identified in the qualitative
analysis did appear to be measuring different aspects and that there was internal
consistency within all the items identified as relating to each particular theme. In other
words, within each qualitative theme, there were acceptable levels of internal
consistency with all included items measuring the same dimension.
We also made a judgement in relation to the levels of description, criticality or
reflexivity that students demonstrated in their responses. These categories were based
on the work of Ford et al. (2004). We rated whether students demonstrated no
evidence, some evidence or substantial evidence of description, analysis and reflection.
It was of course possible that answers could demonstrate all three aspects to some
degree at both Time 1 and Time 2.
Findings
Although 222 students completed the exercise at Time 1 and 131 completed at Time 2,
we were only able to match the responses of 79 students who completed the exercise at
both time points. It was possible to make general comparisons of all responses at Time
1 and all at Time 2, however, we decided to compare matched, or paired, responses to
investigate change more accurately. Thus, the statistical data presented below relate
only to the 79 matched responses (see Table 2). Repeated measures Analysis of
Variance (ANOVAs) were undertaken to ascertain in which dimensions there was
significant change from Time 1 to Time 2. This technique takes into account changes
in mean score for each individual, rather than just comparing overall sample means.
In nine of the 11 themes there were statistically significant increases in students’
answers between Time 1 and Time 2, suggesting development of student knowledge
over time.
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Development of Knowledge and Skills
In relation to the theme ‘non-pathologising/pathologising continuum’, at Time 1
responses focused on the facts presented as though they were objective truths. This
falls into the category of processing information and accepting the given hierarchy of
experience to inform judgements of what is happening. In response to the adult case,
one student wrote:
David has a learning disability. His routine will be disrupted with the closure of the
day centre.
At Time 2 students were more questioning of the information they had been given
and were more likely to refer to ‘user rights’. They were less likely to accept stereotypes
and were more alert to individual differences.
With regard to the second theme, ‘emphasis on helping’, students were anxious to
resolve problems and ‘help’ at Time 1. This is indicative of a lack of understanding of
the wider context of the information given. Students tended not to recognise the
potential complexities of the situations described in the vignettes. At Time 2, there was
a recognition that situations are often more complex than they first appear. This was
evidenced by the shift in students’ emphasis in recognising the potential levels of
violence in Vignette 2, and the potential impact of learning disabilities in Vignette 1.
For example, one student at Time 1 suggested anger management classes for John
(Vignette 2). At Time 2 s/he focused on her/his statutory role as a social worker.
In relation to the third theme, ‘task/service oriented’, this set of responses was
associated at Time 1 with the helping approach outlined above. It focussed on
performing tasks. There was a tendency not to be aware of or request information that
might widen the context of the scenarios portrayed in the vignettes. At Time 2 students
Table 2 Ratings of Responses to Vignettes at T1 and T2 (matched sample)
T1 T2
Theme N Mean (sd) Mean (sd) F P
Attention to process
of relationships
58 11.41 (2.91) 11.45 (3.03) 0.01 n.s.
Non-pathologising/
pathologising continuum
61 23.36 (4.52) 27.13 (6.14) 29.29 ,0.001
Uncynical approach/helping 72 7.64 (1.57) 8.50 (1.64) 12.61 ¼0.001
Task/service oriented
(doing)—assessment
66 11.41 (2.84) 14.83 (3.33) 65.66 ,0.001
Task/service oriented
(doing)—service delivery
63 6.24 (1.67) 6.86 (1.97) 5.11 ,0.05
Social work role/purpose defined 55 17.62 (4.22) 20.25 (4.18) 16.80 ,0.001
Theorised 62 13.29 (2.51) 16.02 (3.24) 3 ,0.001
Being holistic 65 9.98 (2.76) 11.20 (3.35) 7.85 ,0.01
Social/structural/political
awareness/inequalities
57 11.75 (2.66) 14.19 (2.77) 23.55 ,0.01
Risk and prioritising 55 16.56 (3.21) 16.38 (3.18) 0.13 n.s.
Service user and carer involvement 64 12.70 (3.22) 14.56 (3.89) 14.14 ,0.01
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were more focused on their statutory duty to undertake an assessment. They were also
more aware of the role of other professionals:
A social worker would assess the situation/carry out an initial assessment to
determine whether the situation requires a section 17 or section 47 inquiry. A care
assessment would then be carried out, specific proceedings under the Children Act
1989 would be followed. Services would then be commissioned to alleviate pressures
and where possible keep the family together.
Taking the theme ‘understanding the social work role’, the analysis suggested that at
Time 1 there was a ‘novice’ approach, characterised by a lack of attention to role and
purpose. At Time 2 there was greater clarity of the social work role and, perhaps
because of this, the role of other professionals.
In the theme ‘use of theory’ there was much change between Time 1 and Time 2.
Perhaps unsurprisingly, at Time 1 students were not drawing on theory, while at Time
2 there was major change, albeit in the tacit use of theory and research. In response to
the children and families’ scenario, one student wrote:
Research shows that children living with their mother’s partner are at an increased
risk of abuse than those living with their birth father.
In relation to theme seven, the ‘person/situation continuum’, students at Time 1
did not give evidence of drawing on their previous experience to inform their intuitive
responses to situations. Students tended to focus on the individual thus not
identifying patterns in order to help them come to decisions as a competent
practitioner. At Time 2 there was some movement to viewing the situation as a whole.
This quote illustrates this:
I would look at the whole ecology of the family support, the environment, to look at
all the options on offer and allow service users to make decisions.
However, it is important to note that students evidenced a lack of attention to issues of
diversity thus suggesting students were taking a narrow view of the circumstances of
the individuals in the vignettes.
In relation to the theme ‘awareness of social, structural and political issues’, at
Time 1 the analysis demonstrated that students accepted situations at face value and
did not conceptualise the service user experience within the wider social context in
order to deepen their understanding and inform their decision making. By Time 2
there was more awareness of a range of policy issues, including child and adult
protection. For example, one student wrote, in respect of the learning disability
vignette:
My reasons would be based on government policy of adopting a person centred
approach in investing in people with learning disabilities.
With regard to service user and carer involvement, at Time 1 students used terms
such as ‘empowerment’ and ‘independence’ thereby demonstrating the theoretical
importance of involving service users and carers but did not recount how this could be
enacted in practice. At Time 2 service user and carer involvement was more integrated
into the analysis of the situation. For example:
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The family does appear to be on the verge of family breakdown. I would follow
through all appropriate protocols to ensure that the family were involved
throughout the process.
Finally, of particular interest (although not included in the quantitative analytic
framework) was the differential use of language between Time 1 and Time 2.
At Time 1 the lack of attention to technical or professional language suggested little
recognition of the wider professional context (procedural knowledge). More frequent
use of professional language at Time 2 and reference to concepts such as attachment,
person-centred planning and task-centred case work evidenced a more procedural
approach which can be seen as part of the repertoire of a competent practitioner.
Overall, the analysis demonstrated that at Time 2 student responses showed a
greater understanding of the complexity of social work practice by acknowledging
multiple factors in the situations represented in the vignettes. At Time 2 there was
greater reference to legislation and to the role of other agencies demonstrating the
acquisition of substantive knowledge.
Our analysis suggests that comparisons can be made with the five stages outlined by
Dreyfus and Dreyfus (1986) referred to above. At the end of the programmes, on the
basis of their answers to the vignettes, students appeared to be operating at advanced
beginner level, with some students demonstrating characteristics of competence and
proficiency.
Fook et al. (2000) suggested that substantive knowledge (knowledge about facts,
concepts and relationships) is easier to attain than procedural knowledge (information
about how to use substantive knowledge in areas that are unpredictable). Our evidence
suggests that by Time 2, students were making progress towards developing more
procedural knowledge. For example, at Time 2 students made more mention of trying
to understand situations within their context, they were more questioning of the
information provided, they appeared to have greater recognition of the complexity of
situations. They were also more focused on their professional role and their statutory
duty to undertake assessment.
Criticality
Based on the work of Ford et al. (2004) the analytic framework included a section on
criticality and reflection, outlined earlier in the paper. Analysis of responses at Times 1
and 2 for bothvignettes showed a statistically significant proportion of Time 2 responses
demonstrated analytical and reflective properties. Tables 3 and 4 show changes in
researchers’ ratings of the levels of analysis and reflection found in the responses to the
vignettes between Time 1 and Time 2. The qualities of being analytic and reflective
correspond to Schon’s (1987) ‘ideas about “thinking in action” (analytic) and
“reflection” in action (reflexive) among professionals’.
Tables 3 and 4 also show the changes in assessment of students’ approach to the
vignettes at Times 1 and 2 with respect to criticality. Repeated measures analysis
of variance revealed students were significantly less descriptive in their accounts of
Vignette 1 [F(1,74) ¼ 8.96, p , 0.01] between Time 1 and Time 2. There was evidence
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of a statistically significant increase in the proportion of answers assessed as being
analytic [F(1,74) ¼ 34.97, p , 0.001] and reflective [F(1,74) ¼ 27.35, p , 0.001] at
Time 2 than at Time 1.
Repeated measures analysis of variance revealed no significant change in the extent
to which Vignette 2 answers were assessed as being descriptive [F(1,71) ¼ 0.0, n.s.]
between Time 1 and Time 2. However, there was evidence of significant change in that
students were being both more analytic [F(1,71) ¼ 26.63, p , 0.001] and more
reflective [F(1,71) ¼ 24.17, p , 0.001] at Time 2 than at Time 1.
It important to note that statistically significant changes were found in the answers
to both vignettes. This shows that, as measured by answers to the vignettes, changes in
criticality and reflexivity were no more likely to occur in one area of practice than
another.
Discussion
We have illustrated the kinds of data that can be generated when using vignettes as a
methodological tool. We have highlighted the ways in which they enable a better
understanding of students’ decision-making and knowledge accumulation without
actually influencing these processes. As noted, Fook et al. (2000) suggested that
substantive knowledge (knowledge about facts, concepts and relationships) is easier to
attain than procedural knowledge (information about how to use substantive
knowledge in areas that are unpredictable). Our evidence suggests that by Time 2
students were making progress towards developing more procedural knowledge.
Table 3 Assessment of Students’ Approach to Vignette 1 (Adult Services) at T1 and T2
Not at all % Some evidence% Very %
T1 T2 T1 T2 T1 T2 N
Descriptive 8.0 12.0 48.0 64.0 44.0 24.0 75
Analytic 52.0 22.7 45.3 53.3 2.7 24.0 75
Reflective 77.3 50.7 22.7 28.0 0.0 21.3 75
Note: Matched data were only available for 75 students.
Table 4 Assessment of Students’ Approach to Vignette 2 (Children’s Services) at T1
and T2
Not at all % Some evidence% Very %
T1 T2 T1 T2 T1 T2 N
Descriptive 13.9 4.2 45.8 65.3 40.3 30.6 72
Analytic 61.1 22.2 34.7 62.5 4.2 15.3 72
Reflective 81.9 50.0 16.7 36.1 1.4 13.0 72
Note: Matched data were only available for 72 students.
Social Work Education 217
D
ow
nl
oa
de
d 
by
 [D
ea
kin
 U
niv
ers
ity
 L
ibr
ary
] a
t 2
0:1
1 2
8 F
eb
ru
ary
 20
12
 
For example, at Time 2 students made more mention of trying to understand
situations within their context, they were more questioning of the information they
were given and they appeared to have greater recognition of the complexity of
situations. They were also more focused on their professional role and their statutory
duty to undertake assessment. The changes in students’ responses that occurred
between Time 1 and Time 2 resonate with changes that occurred in graduating
students in Fook et al.’s study (2000). They identified students as having reached
advanced beginner stage at the point of qualification because they were seen to apply
situational rules and drew on their concrete experience (that is experience obtained
through practice placements) which helped give a context to their learning which they
applied to other settings.
Fook et al. (2000, p. 57) pointed out that the students in their research made ‘little
explicit use of formal theory’. Earlier, Marsh and Tresiliotis (1996) had highlighted the
limited amount of teaching of theory on the DipSW programmes and commented
that respondents in their study were not making overt use of theory in their practice.
Our participants did refer to theories or models of practice as discussed above. This
may reflect the organisation and level of the curriculum or research interests of staff at
particular institutions.
Overall, comparison between the evaluation of the social work degree in England
and Fook et al.’s study (2000) suggests that there was evidence that students on the
social work degree were developing professional skills, although there were some areas
in which they appeared to be more ready to practise than others. Our evidence
suggests that our participants were operating at advanced beginner level. This should
not be seen as a limitation of the degree. As with all professional qualifying
programmes, the assumption is that further continuing professional development will
be required.
Limitations of the Study
There were a number of difficulties in encouraging student cohorts to participate in
the exercise at both Time 1 and Time 2. This resulted in direct comparison of students’
responses only being possible for 79 of the original sample of 222 (36%). It is possible
that a range of pragmatic issues may have affected students’ participation rates at
Time 2. Concern had been raised about the demands placed on students to undertake
additional written work on top of their studies. Undertaking a written vignette exercise
places demands on students at points in the course where they are likely to be
particularly stressed. One alternative might have been to incorporate vignettes as part
of the formal curriculum. This would have had the advantage of ensuring significant
levels of participation by students. Yet, linking vignettes to assessment intrinsically
changes their purpose and is likely to result in a narrow focus onmeeting prescribed key
roles. This may result in the loss of insight gained from the more inductive approach to
analysis taken in the evaluation of the social work degree (Orme et al., 2009).
The final methodological issue is fundamental, and one that is more difficult to
resolve. For any researcher undertaking an evaluation of a particular intervention,
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there is always the difficulty of being able to attribute particular changes or outcomes
to particular interventions. We have demonstrated changes in student responses to
vignettes between Time 1 and Time 2. Yet, how can we be sure that these changes were
the result of undertaking the social work degree and were not the result of other factors
such as the accumulation of personal experience? Perhaps the best way to address this
question is to emphasise the need for any evaluation to use a range of methods to build
a complete picture rather than on focusing on one method in isolation. Indeed, it may
be suggested that the use of a control group in any such study is desirable, however this
was not possible in this case and in itself raises a number of ethical issues.
Conclusions
In this paper we have outlined one aspect previously unreported of the methodological
approach used in the evaluation of the social work degree in England, the use of
vignettes. We have demonstrated how vignettes can be used to produce both
qualitative and quantitative data in respect of understanding students’ acquisition of
knowledge and skills over time. It was possible to demonstrate significant changes in
relation to nine of the 11 key areas that emerged during our analysis and an increase in
analytical and reflective abilities commensurate with the level of advanced beginner,
reinforcing the findings of previous studies. Despite their limitations, the value of
vignettes as a methodological tool is evident and this paper contributes to our growing
understanding of outcome research methodology in social work education.
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Appendix
Vignette 1: The Smith Family
David is a forty-two-year-old man who has learning disabilities. He lives with his
parents, who are both now in their eighties, in a tower block on the outskirts of a large
city. David attends a day centre for people with learning disabilities three times a week.
There is a policy under consideration by the Local Authority to reconfigure day
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services. This would involve closing the day centre that David is attending. David’s
support worker at the centre has contacted social services because of his concerns
around what will happen to David if the day centre closes.
The support worker has told the social worker that David would like to find some
kind of paid employment as he has become increasingly bored with the activities on
offer within the centre. Occasionally he expresses this boredom by becoming verbally
aggressive towards staff and other service users. The support worker thinks there are
limitations to David finding paid employment. He cannot travel independently and it
is likely that he would need a lot of support initially until he got into the routine of
working.
David’s parents are very worried about the closure of the day centre because it gives
David a routine. They are also concerned that David would be financially worse off in
employment than he currently is on benefits and feel that he would find it difficult to
cope with a job.
The support worker has also expressed concerns to the social worker about David’s
living arrangements. He feels that it is inappropriate for someone of David’s age to be
living at home with his parents. Up until this point David has expressed no great desire
to leave home. Leaving home is something his parents have never actively encouraged.
They feel it would be difficult for David to live alone as he is inexperienced in carrying
out everyday household tasks such as cooking a meal and finds it difficult to manage
money and budget for himself.
As the social worker:
What are the most significant factors for you in this situation?
How might you explain what is going on in the situation?
What should happen now in the situation?
What could you do in this situation?
Why would you do this?
Vignette 2: The Brown Family
A Health Visitor has contacted Social Services expressing concern with regard to the
Brown family. She provides the following information:
Cathy and John are in their thirties and have been together for five years. They live in a
council house on a large estate on the edge of a city. The tenancy is in Cathy’s name.
Cathy has three children from previous relationships. Claire (14) is the child of a
relationship with a Black Caribbean man when Cathy was in her teens. Brian (12) and
Elizabeth (10) are the children of Cathy’s first marriage. A fourth child, Vicky (3), is
the daughter of John and Cathy. All the children are living with Cathy and John.
John has always had a bad temper but he used to be very good with the children,
particularly Claire whom he would spoil. Recently John’s outbursts have become more
frequent and more violent and he has been drinking more heavily. In the past year the
violence towards Cathy has escalated. He used to be verbally abusive towards her,
accusing her of being incompetent and blaming her for the breakdown of her previous
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relationships. Now John is physically abusive. The children have witnessed violence
towards their mother.
John is also short tempered with the children and, recently, his relationship with
Claire has changed. Claire refuses to speak to her father and insists on taking her meals
in her room. She has stayed out overnight on two occasions and has given no details of
her whereabouts. John has been spending more time with Elizabeth. At times Brian is
defiant towards his mother, ignoring her and being cheeky.
Cathy has confided in the Health Visitor that she is concerned about aspects of the
children’s schooling. Claire enjoys going to school. She takes part in a number of after
school activities. Teachers report that she is quiet and obliging. However, Elizabeth’s
teacher has noted a change in her demeanour. She used to be an open friendly girl and
is now much quieter. At times she is withdrawn in class and seems to be isolating
herself from her peers. Elizabeth is sometimes quite tearful in class. Brian has not
attended school regularly for the past year.
As the social worker:
What are the most significant factors for you in this situation?
How might you explain what is going on in the situation?
What should happen now in the situation?
What could you do in this situation?
Why would you do this?
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